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THE WORD ASSOCIATIONS OF URBAN SLUM CHILDREN, BOTH NEGRO
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SOCIOECONOMIC STATUS DIFFERENCES HAVE ON LANGUAGE
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EARLIER STUDY OF CHILDREN REPRESENTING VARIOUS CULTURAL AND
SOCIOECONOMIC CLUSTERS. DATA WERE GATHERED FROM 541 CHILDREN
ENROLLED IN PUBLIC ELEMENTARY SCHOOLS IN BALTIMORE CITY,
MARYLAND BECAUSE IT HAD BEEN OBSERVED PREVIOUSLY THAT
RACE -OF- INTERVIEWER AFFECTED THE CHILDREN'S RESPONSES, THE
ENTIRE DESIGN WAS REPLICATED FOUR TIMES (NEGRO INTERVIEWER
WITH WHITE CHILDREN, NEGRO INTERVIEWER WITH NEGRO CHILDREN,
WHITEINTERVIEWER WITH WHITE CHILDREN, AND WHITE INTERVIEWER
WITH NEGRO.CHILDREN) NO CHILD WAS INTERVIEWED MORE THAN
ONCE. THE PRINCIPLE MEASURE OF LINGUISTIC DEVELOPMENT WAS THE
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FIRST -GRACE WHITE SLUM CHILDREN WERE FOUND TO BE MORE
ADVANCED LINGUISTICALLY THAN SUBURBAN CHILDREN OF SIMILAR IQ.
FURTHER, EVEN THOUGH NEGRO FIRST -GRADE SLUM CHILDREN ARE NOT
AS ADVANCED AS WHITE SLUM CHILDREN, THEY ARE PROBABLY AS
MATURE LINGUISTICALLY AS WHITE SUBURBAN CHILDREN OF THE SAME
INTELLIGENCE LEVEL. THE RELATIVE ADVANCEMENT OF FIRST -GRADE
SLUM CHILDREN DISAPPEARS BY THIRD GRADE, AND THEY LAG BEHIND
SUBURBAN CHILDREN AT AGES S AND OVER. THIS SUGGESTS THAT THE
DEGREE OF URBANIZATION MAY STRONGLY AFFECT VERBAL
DEVELOPMENT. IN ANALYSIS OF THE RACE -OF- INTERVIEWER FACTOR,
IT WAS FOUND THAT MORE MATURE RESPONSES ARE MACE BY CHILDREN
WHEN THEY ARE RESPONDING TO AN INTERVIEWER OF A DIFFERENT
RACE THAN THEIR OWN. RELATED REPORTS ARE AA 000 047 AND AA
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I. INTRODUCTION

Linguists who have contributed to the study of language in its
social context have worked mainly on dialect geography. But, as
Labov3 points out, linguistic data bear on a number of problems of
sociological theory, including the discreteness of social stratifi-
cation, integration of ethnic groups into the social system, and
the role of exterior reference groups. They are also informative
in study of culture transmission and of cultural differences in
socialization practices. The last-named areas are the general
context for the present paper.

Lately it has become clear that by age 4 the child has some-.
how acquired knowledge of most of the structural features of his
native tongue. By age 8 he has learned a great deal about substi-
tution properties of words. He knows that "little", for instance,
will fill the same slot in a sentence as "big", even though he has
no acquaintance with the formal definition of an adjective. He can
use just about all the constructions present in adult speech, and
he possesses a significant fraction of the semantics he will ever
acquire. These major developmental changes involving language and
manipulation of verbal concepts occur prior to age 8, and so formal
schooling may have little impact because development occurs before
the child is effectively literate. The influence of the subculture
in which the child exists may be the only substantial environmental
one because the child's exposure to language is auditory rather than
visual. The structure of the social system and of the family moulds
the child's language and this in turn shapes his style of thought.

Obtaining free associations to word stimuli is one way to study
language development in elementary school children. This method is
crude and limited because only a small part of the child's knowledge
of syntax and semantics can be revealed by free associations. Evi-
dence is accumulating, however, that these associations are closely
related to general linguistic competence and to verbal comprehension.
Associations have the advantage of offering a "game" rather than a
"test" setting, and they can be employed fairly easily. with children
who speak another language or dialect. Their chief advantage, how-
ever, is that they can be secured in large numbers from many dif-
ferent groups of children and analyzed by machine.4 This permits
cross-cultural study of verbal concepts on a broad scale. Also the
emergence and evolution of verbal concepts can be studied by
sampling cross-sections of children of different ages.

The validity of associations as indicators of linguistic de-
velopment derives mainly from the correlation known to exist be-
tween appearance of paradigmatic associates and grammatical so-
phistication, and from the gradual evolution with advancing age of
responses typical of adults (therefore mature, by definition). We
have gathered associations to very common words ("table", "sell",
"black", etc.), and so our data are assumed to be related to very
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basic language skills. More refined and elaborate measures, such as

sentence length, use of various grammatical constructions, vocabulary

size, and so on, might very well demonstrate cleavage among groups

that are equivalent on the word association measures, or show differ-

ences of another kind from those we find. The reader should bear

this in mind.

Prior to 1965 we sampled word associations for various groups

of children residing in Maryland and nearby regions of Pennsylvania

chosen to represent various cultural and socioeconomic clusters.5

There were appreciable differences between rural and suburban

children, but negligible differences between suburban blue collar

and suburban upper middle class groups.

This earlier work has led directly to the present study which

focuses on urban slum groups, both Negro and white. In brief, we

wished to see if extreme SES differences would have impact on

language development, since smaller differences (blue collar vs.

upper middle class) had not. The slum groups represent the very

lowest extreme of the socioeconomic scale.

At the time this work was started there was much less emphasis

than now on social action programs to aid the culturally disadvan-

taged and particularly the urban poor. The present research has de-

cided relevance, nonetheless, to programs aimed at young children,

because it is generally assumed that cultural deprivation is prac-

tically equivalent to language deprivation.6 Remedial work might be

more effective-if linguistic deficits were mapped with respect to

both nature and degree. Often data reported about language dis-

abilities merely confirm the well-known correlation between intel-

lectual endowment and social class. In interpreting research with

disadvantaged children one must be careful to appraise the work Jr

terms of its purpose. Disadvantaged children show up poorly on

Ftandardized tests for many reasons, some concerned more directly

with public health than with strictly sociological factors. Often

decrements noted for disadvantaged children on the Illinois Test of

Psycholinguistic Abilities? or other language instruments are not

relevant in causal terms, because social class and intelligence

level are confounded. Cultdral deprivation, as it will be under-

stood in this paper, implies that the association between environ-

mental conditions and performance decrement is causal and not that

social groupings 'happen to be joint with genetic or other non-social

causes.

II. METHOD

Data were gathered from children enrolled in public elementary

schools in Baltimore City, Maryland. These children resided in the

most depressed socioeconomic areas of the city, in a region contig-

uous with the downtown business district. Figure 1 shows the loca-

tion of schools in the survey and the geographic relation of these

2



schools to the city as a whole.

With very few exceptions, children live within walking distance
of the schools they attend. The children studied attend schools
within census tracts where median family income is as low as $2400,

and are the most severely disadvantaged and economically deprived in
the city. Census data show that from 6% to 25% share a bath or have

no bath. As many as 3% or 4% of the homes have no heat, and in 4 of
the 6 tracts in which schools are located all homes were constructed
prior to 1939. In 2 tracts less than 60% of the children are living
with both parents, and in 5 of the 6 tracts over 107 unemployment of
males is reported. As would be expected the tracts with the highest
percentages of Negro residents have the least favorable ratings on
most indices. Although reliable data on family background were un-
obtainable from school records, some principals estimated that 75%
of all pupils in their schools were on welfare. Information from
school records on educational background of parents was meager and
data for only 19% of the children were available. These indicate
that the average white child in our sample has a father with 8.7
years of schooling and an average Negro child has a father with 8.4

years of schooling. These estimates are undoubtedly biased, and the
averages for the entire sample are probably lower. Census data sug-

gests median schooling around 7.4 years.

In the entire school system of Baltimore City at the time of
this survey, there were 38.7% white pupils and 61.3% non-white
(mostly Negro). These percentages do not describe the racial dis-
tribution in the sampled schools, however. Elementary schools in
the downtown area are very imbalanced racially, reflecting neigh-
borhood segregation. The census tracts vary from 0% to 88% Negro
and only one tract is anywhere near an equal division. In order to

procure children whose living conditions were as similar as possible,
even though particular schools could not furnish equal numbers of
both racial groups, schools with one racial group predominating were
balanced by nearby schools with the other group predominant. For in-
stance, School 19, all Negro, is balanced by school 10, mostly white.
The neighborhoods around School 10 are very similar to those around
School 19 and the schools are close together geographically.

The design of the sample of children and the racial composition
of the schools they attend is shown in Table 1. Negro and white
children of average IQ (95 to 105) and low IQ (85 or less) were se-
lected using school records. IQ for third- and fifth-grade children
was the latest IQ recorded in the pupil's folder (in most instances
a score from a city-wide Kuhlman-Anderson test given in the second-
or fourth-grade, respectively). First-grade children in Baltimore
City are given four sub-sections of the Primary Mental Abilities test
in September, of their first-grade year. These four scores were used
to compute an IQ for all first-graders enrolled in the 7 schools in
the sample. Then first-graders with IQ's in the desired ranges were
selected and interviewed. For first-graders, then, we have informa-
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tion about IQ's in the entire first -grade in a school and scores on

various sub-tests, but we do not have this information for children

in other grades. No IQ data were available for kindergarten children.

Because it had been observed previously that children's re-

sponses are affected by interviewing conditions, the entire design

was replicated four times: white interviewers with white children,

white interviewers with Negro children, Negro interviewers with

white children, and Negro interviewers with Negro children. Racial

groups are equivalent in terms of IQ and grade. Interviewers dif-

fered in race but were alike in socioeconomic status and education,

being middle class with some college training.

No child was interviewed more than once. Race -of'- interviewer,

race-of-child, grade and IQ level are represented in a factorial

design. Each race-IQ group consisted of. 10 boys and 10 girls. The

sampling plan resembles that used earlier to study suburban and

other children.8

The interviewing procedure is reported completely elsewhere9

and so will be reviewed only briefly here. Individual children

were escorted from the classroom to another place in the school

(usually an unused classroom or office), and told they were going

to "play a word game." (Care was taken to avoid describing the

procedure as a test. Teachers and other school staff were asked

to refer to the procedure as a game.) Stimulus words were said

aloud one at a time by the interviewer, and the child was asked to

respond orally with the first word that came to mind after hearing

the stimulus word. The interviewer immediately recorded the oral

response and proceeded to the next word on the list.

The stimulus words, 96 in all, were chosen to represent the

several form classes (nouns, adjectives, verbs, pronouns, adverbs,

and miscellaneous words). For nouns, adjectives, and verbs, it is

possible to stratify on frequency, so that there are 8 high-frequency

(over 1,000), 8 medium-frequency (500-999), and 8 low-frequency

(499 or less) words according to the Thorndike-Lorge10 J count. For

the other form classes frequency division is not made and there are

8 words of each kind.11

Responses were transferred to iBM cards (making a deck of 96

cards for each child), and each response was classified by form

class. Data were checked, sorted, and classified by digital com-

puter.

RESULTS

The results consist of lists of the verbal responses of the 541

children interviewed. Data derived from these lists, such as fre-

quency of primary responses, number of different responses, percent-

ages of paradigmatics, and so on, are the data analyzed. Responses

6



are considered in terms of groups of children and in terms of groups
of stimulus words. The "number of observations" in any analysis con-
sists of a response measure for a specific group of children (say
medium IQ, fifth-grade, Negro children interviewed by white inter-
viewers) to a set of 8 or more homogeneous stimulus words ( say ad-
verbs, or high-frequency nouns).

Because it has been widely observed in word association studies
that with increasing age there is a concomitant increase in form-
class-matching of stimulus and response, especially over the early
school years, the number of paradigmatics is the principal measure
used.12 A paradigmatic response to "go" is "run". A syntagmatic
response ("home") is generally thought to be a less mature response
than a paradigmatic response, and a rhyming response ("dough") is
even less mature. Unrelated noun responses like "spoon" or "window",
or nonsense words, "yoe", represent very primitive levels of respon-
ding. It is often difficult to classify responses (or stimulus
words) because of the ambiguity inherent in the language, although
with young children it is certainly easier than with adults or other
sophisticated speakers. For instance, the oral response "dough"
listed as .a rhyming response above, could be the homonym "doe", but
one would not expect "doe" to be a frequent response for children
between 5 and 8 years of age. Some ambiguities are also easily re-
solved in context with the stimulus ("mean" in response to "pleas-
ant" is taken as an adjective rather than a noun).

Rates of paradigmatic responding for each subsample group are
presented in Table 2, with data for nouns, adjectives, and verbs
given separately for each frequency level and also for combined
frequencies.13

Age trends in paradigmatic responding obviously differ by
form class. For instance, noun-responses-to-nouns generally in-
crease between kindergarten and fifth-grade but this increment in
paradigmatic responses for nouns is considerably less than that
for adjectives or verbs. The data in Table 2 are complex, with
racial and interviewer effects imposed on age and IQ trends, and
several anlayses'of variance *were performed in order to elucidate
them. Ari analysis of variance of paradigmatic responses to nouns,
adjectivia, and verbs reveals a significant interaction (p 4(.01)
among form class, grade, IQ, race-of-child, and race-of-inter-
viewer. Since this interaction and also several quadruple inter-
actions involving four of these five variables are significant,
results can be seen more clearly in terms of individual form class
analyses. Paradigmatic responses to adjectives and to verbs were
subjected to separate analyses, therefore, and are discussed below.

Responses to Adjectives. The variance analysis for paradigmatic
responses to adjectives is given in Table 3. The grade x IQ x
race-of-interviewer A race-of-child interaction is highly signifi-
cant and percentages of paradigmatics for this cross-tabulation are

7



Table 2
Percentages of Paradigmatic Responses

Baltimore City Children, 1965-66

First Grade
White Children Negro Children

Int.White Int. Negro Int. Negro Int. White

Med.
IQ

Low
IQ

Med.
IQ

Low
IQ

Med.

IQ

Low
IQ

Med.
IQ

Low
IQ

High-freq. nouns 65.0 62.5 50.0 66.3 56.9 45.0 54.4 60.0

Med.-freq. nouns 62.5 58.8 56.3 68.7 61.9 44.4 66.9 58.7

Low -freq. nouns 60.6 58.8 50.6 61.9 54.4 48.7 48.7 53.1

Total nouns 62.7 60.0 52.3 65.6 57.7 46.0 56.7 57.3

High-freq. adj. 49.4 36.3 52.5 42.5 40.0 21.3 44.4 28.7

Med.-freq. adj. 44.4 35.0 46.9 36.3 40.0 26.3 37.5 26.9

Low -freq. adj. 43.7 26.9 38.7 26.9 34.4 17.5 37.5 25.0

Total adjectives 45.8 3447 46.0 35.2 38.1 21.7 39.8 26.9

High-freq. verbs 34.4 28.7 31.3 26.9 20.6 28.1 25.0 29.4

Med.-freq. verbs 27.5 21.9 19.4 22.5 15.0 13.7 20.6 21.9

Low -freq. verbs 20.0 20.0 23.1 20.0 16.3 17.5 23.7 23.1

Total verbs 27.3 23.5 24.6 23.1 17.3 19.8 23.1 24.8

Adverbs 28.7 10.6 25.0 19.4 13.7 11.3 18.1 13.1

Pronouns 51.3 28.1 40.0 36.3 33.1 26.9 41.9 35.0

Third Grade

High -freq. nouns 69.4 68.7 76.9 70.6 73.7 61.9 66.9 62.5

Med.-freq. nouns 75.0 70.6 76.3 68.1 76.9 64.4 75.0 65.0

Low -freq. nouns 75.6 75.6 90.0 68.7 67.5 66.3 75.0 61.9

Total nouns 73.3 71.7 81.0 69.2 72.7 64.2 72.3 63.1

High-freq. adj. 73.7 77.5 85.0 74.4 76.9 68.7 64.4 59.4

Med.-freq. adj. 64.4 61.3 71:9 63.1 70.0 63.7 62.5 46.9

Low -freq. adj. 53.1 53.7 66.3 55.0 . 55.0 48.1 53.1 43.1

Total adjectives 63.7 64.2 74.4 '64.2 67.3 60.2 60.0 49.8

continued
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continued Table 2
Percentages of Paradigmatic Responses

Baltimore City Children, 1965-66

Third Grade
White Children Negro Children.

White Int. Negro Int. Negro Int. White Int.

Med.
IQ

Low
IQ

Med.
IQ

Low
IQ

Med.
IQ

Low
IQ

Med.
IQ

Low
IQ

High-freq. verbs 55.6 50.6 55.0 42.5 57.5 39.4 50.0 48.1

Med.-freq. verbs 34,4 30.0 35.0 28.1 35.0 25.6 27.5 22.5

Low -freq. verbs 25.6 33.1 23.1 23.7 31.9 23.7 30.0 28.1

Total verbs 38.5 37.9 37.7 31.5 41.5 29.6 35.8 32.9

Adverbs 44.4 35.6 36.9 43.7 38.1 30.6 31.9 30.0

Pronouns 66.9 65.0 72.5 63.1 75.0 63.1 65.0 58.7

Fifth Grade

High-freq. nouns 73.7 72.5 75.6 65.6 78.7 75.6 76.3 71.3

Med.-freq. nouns 80.6 75.0 75.6 76.9 80.6 75.0 85.0 81.3
Low -freq. nouns 89.4 84.4 93.7 84.4 88.1 83.1 .85.3 83.7

Total nouns 81.3 77.3 81.7 75.6 82.5 77.9 82.3 78.7

High-freq. adj. 93.7 85.0 90.6 88.1 85.6 87.5 91.9 91.3
Med.-freq. adj. 79.4 76.9 86.3 71.9 75.0 75.0 79.4 76.9
Low -freq. adj. 75.0 73.8 78.7 76.3 81.9 72.5 77.5 75.6

Total adjectives 82.7 78.5 85.2 78.7 80.8 78.3 82.9 81.3

High-freq. verbs 79.4 64.4 79.4 69.4 66.3 55.6 78.7 75.6
Med.-freq. verbs 49.4 36.9 43.7 38.7 41.9 36.9 52.5 43.1

Low -freq. verbs 53.1 44.4 43.7 51.9 45.0 45.6 64.4 46.3

Total verbs 60.6 48.5 55.6 53.3 51.0 46.0 65.2 55.0

Adverbs 61.9 50.6 57.5 53.1 62.5 44.4 58.1 54.4

Pronouns 77.5 71.9 80.6 72.5 66.9 75.0 73.1 85.6

9



Table 3
Analysis of variance, Paradigmatic Responses to Adjectives

Negro and White Children of Baltimore City (1965-66)

Source d.f. SS MS F P (f)

Frequency 2 5511 2756 244.11 <.01
Grade 2 63848 31924 2827.63 <.01
IQ 1 2900 2900 256.86 44.01
Race Interviewer 1 153 153 13.55 <.01
Race Child 1 1326 1326 117.45 <.01
Freq X Grade 4 951 238 21.08 1.1..01

Freq X RC 2 101 51 4.52 <.05
Grade X IQ. 2 745 373 33.14 44.01
Grade X RI 2 639 319 28.25 <.01
Grade X RC 2 561 281 24.89 44.01
IQ X RI 1 46 46 4.07 N.S.
RI X RC 1 33 33 2.92 N.S.
Freq X Grade X RI 4 123 31 2.75 N.S.
Freq X Grade X RC 4 108 27 2.39 N.S.
Grade X IQ X RC 2 108 54 4.78 (.05
Grade X RI X RC 2 161 81 7.17 <.05
IQ X RI X RC 1 28 28 2.48 N.S.
Freq X Grade X IQ X RI 4 142 35. 3.10 .05
Freq X Grade X IQ X RC 4 105 26 2.30 N.S.
Freq X IQ X RI X RC 2 52 26 2.30 N.S.
Freq X Grade X RI X RC 4 136 34 2.91 44.05
Grade X IQ X RI X RC 2 18& 94 8.33 <.01

Aggregated Residuala 21 237 11.29

aThis term includes the highest order interaction plus other sums of
squares selected according to the procedure of Bert Green and John
W. Tukey, "Complex Analysis of Variance: General Problems",
Psychometrika (June 1960). pp. 127-152

Table 4

Average Percents of Paradigmatic Responses to Adjectives
Grade X IQ X RI X RC Interaction

1966 Data

White Children Negro Children
White Int. Negro Int. Negro Int White Int.

Grade Med. Low Med. Low Med. Low Med. Low
IQ IQ IQ IQ IQ IQ IQ IQ

1 45.8 32.7 46.0 35.2 38.1 21.7 39.8 26.9
3 63.7 64.2 74.4 64.2 67.3 60.2 60.0 49.8

5 82.7 78.5 85.2 78.7 80.8 78.3 82.9 81.3

10



presented in Table 4. By fifth-grade rates are-stable, and dif-
ferences associated with IQ, or with radial'groups, are'compara-
tively sma11.14 At first-grade, however, there are large and
consistent differences associated with IQ. At both first- and
third-grades, medium-IQ Negro children respond at a rate close
to that observed for low-IQ white children. At fifth grade
racial effects appear to be negligible.

For first-grade children it does not seem to make much dif-
ference whether an interviewer is of the same race as the child
or of a different race. When races of interviewers and children
are mixed, Negro interviewers elicit more paradigmatics from
white children than white interviewers elicit from Negro children.

Another summary of the developmental pattern for adjectives
is shown in Figure 2, with percentage of paradigmatic responses
for white and Negro children given separately for the two kinds
of interviewers. For children of both IQ levels, race appears
to be influential mostly at first-grade, where a difference of
about 10% favors white children. Differences between the races
decrease with age, being no more than 4% at later grades. There
is even a reversal in one instance, Negro children exceeding
white at third-grade.

Included also in Figure 2 are rates of paradigmatic re-
sponding for children interviewed in Baltimore suburbs in
1961-63.15 Suburban children were selected to meet the same
IQ requirements, and so are matched on tested IQ although of
very different socioeconomic status. It is very surprising
that rates for first-grade slum children exceed rates for
first-grade suburban children with IQ held constant. The sub-
urban children represented two socioeconomic levels. One group
consisted of "High SES" suburban children from homes with av-
erage income about $9200, with fathers whose average schooling
amounted to 13.8 years, and where over 97% of children live with
both parents. Another group consisted of "Low SES" suburban
children who came from families with about $6200 average income,
whose fathers had about 10.5 years of schooling. Both groups
lived in suburbs of Baltimore, Maryland, 'the first middle or upper
middle class, and the second in working class neighborhoods.
Earlier work showed extremely small differences in rates of re-
sponse for suburban children of these two SES levels :with IQ held
constant. In fact, it was concluded from variance and other a-
nalyses that the differences associated with SES were negligible.

As mentioned earlier, the present study was partly undertaken
in an effort to extend the variability on-this social-class or
socioeconomic dimension. It was thought that with a much more
deprived group (family income at about $3000), language deficits
might appear even though no differences had been found between
upper middle and working class groups. Just the opposite seems

11
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to be the case. The medium-IQ slum children respond to adjectives
much like the high-IQ (over 130) suburban children; and although
the Negro slum children are less advanced than the white slum
children, ,those of average-IQ are responding at rates close to 10%
higher than either the high or low SES suburban white groups. The
low-IQ white slum children, are responding at rates close to those
for'the medium-IQ white slum children, and the low-IQ Negro slum
children are about the same as low-IQ white suburban children.

By third-grade, however, the picture changes. Medium-IQ slum
children of both races lag behind suburban children. By fifth-grade,
differences associated with IQ are small, rates differ little among
groups and all children appear to attain the same asymptotic rate.
Even though rates of development differ, eventually all children at-
tain the same level, no doubt because the verbal concepts presented
are very basic and needed by all persons in American society. At
later grades, then, the early advantage of the slum children in terms
of paradigmaticiesponse rates to adjectives is lost.

Verb Development. Previous work suggests that verbs continue to
develop after fifth-grade, perhaps until about eighth-grade. (Ad-
jective development is practically complete at third-grade.)16 The
major portion of development in verbs occurs by fifth-grade, however.

An analysis of variance of paradigmatic responses to verbs is
presented in Table 5. The significant higher order interactions are
different from those observed for adjectives. Although grade x race-
of-child x race-of-interviewer is highly significant, there is no
effect involving these three variables plus IQ as there was for ad-
jectives.17 Frequency is apparently a more important variable as far
as verbs are concerned, because the frequency x grade x IQ x race-of-
interviewer interaction is significant. The means for these inter-
actions are shown in. Table 6.

The growth of paradigmatics for verbs, depicted in Fig. 3, shows
separate rates for white and Negro slum children of two IQ levels.
Again, first-grade slum children appear more advanced than first-grade
suburban children at both IQ levels. Again, also, there is a reversal
at third-grade, and the relative advantage of the slum children dis-
appears. At fifth-grade Negro slum children are about 5% higher than
white slum children or white suburban children of both IQ levels.
Generally the same patterns with age and the same relative position
of slum children with respect to suburban children are seen whether
adjectives or verbs are analyzed.

Development of High Frequency Responses to Nouns. So far only para-
digmatic response rates have been considered. As mentioned earlier,
paradigmatic response rates to nouns are not very informative and so
they are not treated in detail. This section concerns primary re-
sponses (the single response with the highest frequency) to nouns.

To deal with individual responses is difficult because the

13



Table 5
Analysis of Variance; Paradigmatic Responses to Verbs
Negro and White Children of 2Altimore City (1965-66)

Source d.f. SS MS F P (f)

Frequency 2 13286 6643 198.72 IC.01

Grade 2 30822 15411 1156.98 <.01

IQ 1 875 875 65.69 <.01

Race Interviewer 1 572 572 42.94 <.01

Race Child 1 131 131 9.83 %%01

Freq X Grade 4 2690 673 50.53 %:,01

Freq X IQ 2 153 77 5.78 4(.01

Freq X RC 2 192 96 7.21 (.01

Grade X IQ 2 417 209 15.69 <%01

Grade X RI 2 162 81 6.08 (.01

Grade X RC 2 79 39 2.93 N.S.

RI X RC 1 142 142 10.66 <.01

Freq X Grade X IQ 4 132 33 2.48 N.S.

Freq X Grade X RI 4 120 30 2.25 N.S.

Freq X IQ X RI 2 108 54 4.05 <.05
Freq. X IQ X RC 2 205 103 7.73 ic.01

Grade X IQ X RI 2 425 213 15.99 <.01

Grade X IQ X RC 2 145 73 5.48 <.05

Grade X RI X RC 2 507 253 18.99 <.01

IQ X RI X RC 1 27 27 2.03 N.S.

Freq X Grade X IQ X RI 4 186 47 3.53 <:.05

Freq X Grade X RI X RC 4 120 30 2.25 N.S.

Aggregated Residual 22 293 13.32

number of different responses that can be triggered by one stimulus
word is tremendous. Also there is no natural mutually exclusive and
exhaustive way to categorize responses. (The form-class categoriza-
tion has drawbacks too, but it has the advantage of being related to
the syntactic-paradigmatic shift that occurs over ages 5 to 10.) In
single responses, however, one can observe the gain in strength of
high-frequency adult responses with incrEasing age of the child. For
instance, "chair", the primary adult response to "table", appears
more often as a response at age 10 than at age 5. Frequency of pri-
maries is a measure of maturity that is independent of other meas-
ures previously considered.

The relative advancement of first - grade- slum children is in-
dependently corroborated when high frequency responses to nouns are
studied (see Table 7). Responses that increase in frequency between
first- and third-grades in the large suburban samples are arbitrarily
defined as "mature", and the prevalence of "mature" responses in
first-grade slum and suburban groups is compared. For instance, the

14
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Table 7
Mature Responses to Nouns .

(For High-frequency and Medium-frequency Stimuli.)

Stimulus Response

Suburban Slum First Grade
First
Grade

Third
Grade White Negro

Bird Fly 37.2 35.0 25.0 15.0

Chair Table 20..8 18.9 15.0 150

Color Red 12.1 18.9 10.0 20.0

Crayon 8.6 0.0 10.0 0.0

Flower Rose 6.4 12.9 20.0 15.0

Fly Walk 0.0 17.2 20.0 0.0

Fruit Apple 5.7 22.8 20.0 10.0

Hand Arm 3.6 18.2 25.0 20.0a
(Finger)

Man Woman 12.9 43.5 25.0 20.0

Music Sing 11.4 12.9 10.0 20.0 a

(Dance)
Song 0.0 10.0 15.0 0.0

Ocean Water 19.0 21.8 20.0 15.0
Sea 10.0 40.0 15.0 0.0

River Water 18.6 21.7 25.0 15.0

Salt Pepper 44.3 56.4 50.0 40.0

Sheep Lamb 15.7 22.5 35.0 30.0

Square Circle 7.1 15.7 10.0 0.0
Triangle 0.0 6.4 15.0 20.0

Table Chair 36.1 51.4 60.0 30.0

Wing Fly 22.5 39.0 25.0 15.0
Bird 15.0 19.6 15.0 10.0a

(Chicken)

aHigh-frequency responses given by Negro children only, with high-
frequency response of white children absent.
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response "pepper" to "salt" increases in frequency from 44% to 56%

in suburban children between first- and third-grades. First-grade
slum children give this response 50% of the time, and so exceed

first-grade suburban children in this primary response. For this

one response, the first-grade slum children are between first- and

third-grade suburban children. All the responses listed in Table 7
increase in suburban children between first- and third-grades ex-

cept "fly", "table", and "crayon", so all responses except these

are mature. For the responses that decrease, "fly" and "table",

slum rates are lower than suburban rates, which is consistent with

the notion that slum children are giving "more mature" responses.
Slum children exceed suburban children at first-grade on all other

responses except for "color" and "bird".

Negro slum children give some responses that are very different

from white children, for instance, "chicken" to "bird", and "dance"

to "music". Such differences may signify a different subcultural
semantic structure and will be the topic of a future report. The

Negro slum children do manifest many of the same mature responses as
the white slum children ("triangle" in response to "square") and the

Negro slum children show rates ahead of white suburban children for

half of these noun responses.

The 'slum children include equal numbers of medium and low-IQ
respondents whereas the suburban children include high (130) as well
as low-IQ respondents. In average IQ the suburban children are
about 10 points higher, a difference that would lead one to predict
a higher rate for suburban children rather than the reverse. Ef-

fects, of IQ are most pronounced at earlier grades.

Adverbs and Pronouns. Adverbs and pronouns each account for eight
stimulus words18 (compared to 24 stimulus words for nouns, adjec-
tives, and verbs). Previous work shows that pronouns develop most
rapidly between kindergarten and third-grade, while adverbs develop

more slowly. Adverbs, like verbs, continue to develop up to fifth-

grade, and probably thereafter. Table 8, comparing suburban and
slum children of different IQ levels on responses to adverbs and

pronouns, again documents the superiority of first-grade slum

children and a falling behind at third-grade. First-grade white

slum children exceed Negro slum children at both IQ levels. White

slum children of medium IQ (100) closely resemble white suburban

children of high IQ (130) for bothradverbs and pronouns. The rel-

ative positions of various IQ and /facial slum groups are fairly con-

sistent from grade to grade for both adverbs and pronouns.

Suburban children are undoubtedly superior to slum children in

paradigmatics to adverbs at fifth-grade. With this exception the
findings altogether for pronouns and adverbs are reminiscent of

findings for adjectives and verbs, respectively.

Kindergarten Children. Data for kindergarten children are much less

satisfactory than data for older children, mainly because there is

18



Table 8
Percentages of Paradigmatic Responses

to

Adverbs and Pronouns

Slum Children (1965 -66) Surburban Children (1961-63)
White Negro High SES Low SES

Med. IQ Low IQ Med. IQ Low IQ High IQ Med.IQ Med.IQ Low IQ
Grade N=40 N=40 N=40 N=40 N=70 N=70 N=70 N=70

Adverbs

1 26.8 15.0 15.9 12.2 30.9 15.5 16.4 8.8
3 40.6 39.6 35.0 30.3 63.0 50.2 49.1 42.7
5 59.7 51.8 60.3 49.4 70.0 65.2 59.8 53.6

Pronouns

1 45.6 a2.2 :17.5 ao.9 43.0- 30.2 27.0 -E9 1-
3 69.7 64.0 70.0 60.9 64.6 67.3 64.8 64.6
5 79.0 72.2 71.5 80.3 72.0 63.6 57.5 67.7

no way to stratify the kindeigarten children on IQ. No intelligence
testing is done prior to first-grade in Baltimore City and in earlier
work with suburban kindergarteners no IQ data were available either.
One would expect IQ gradients in kindergarten children like those
found in first-graders, i.e. very steep. This makes social class
comparisons suspect, because of the high correlation between social
class or father's occupation and intelligence, which practically
guarantees that children of higher SES will have higher intelligence.

The magnitude of this correlation is borne out by our experience
in trying to recruit children to fill the quotas of our design. There
were too few children of low IQ in the high SES suburban schools and
too few of high IQ in the low SES suburban schools to obtain suitable
subsamples. ("Too few" is probably less than 2%.) Furthermore, con-
siderable searching was required to locate medium IQ children in the
inner city schools.

To neglect IQ in making comparisons across different kinder-
garten groups is an assumption completely unwarranted by all the
evidence for older children.

One estimate of kindergarten slum children's IQ can be obtained
by assuming the mean IQ in the kindergarten classes of a school is
equal to the mean of the first-grade classes in the same school. The
means are 90.5 for white children and 76.6 for Negro children. This
permits comparison of Negro inner city kindergarten children and

19



inner city first-grade children of "low IQ", although first-grade

children are still of a little higher IQ. There is no way to make

valid comparisons between slum and suburban groups. The kinder-

garten slum children are not in advance of suburban kindergarteners,19

but the mean IQ's of these groups probably differ by 50 points. Low

IQ. slum groups show some increase in paradigmatic responses to ad-

jectives and pronouns, but changes are slight.

Frequency. Frequency of the stimulus words was determined from the

Thorndike-Lorgen J count based on frequencies of words from a set
of children's books appropriate for grades 3 to Q. This count has

other drawbacks besides its age, the most serious from Pur point of

view being that written rather than oral material is the basis for

the count. The preliterate child, whose language occurs only via

the spoken word, may be sampling a rather different universe of words

from that sampled by the count. There is no doubt, for example, that

pronouns are much more frequent in oral than in written language.21

Thus frequencies estimated from the count may not be at all represen-

tative of the verbal environment of the child. One might expect,

nevertheless, that the relative ranking of words within one category

mcnad be pTeserved, z)- that-there zv still _a gain prezi Si on from

stratifying on frequency. That is, "table" should exceed "insect" in
frequency in oral speech even though the actual number of occurrences

of each of these words in the child's environment is unknown.

One would think that certain low frequency words on our list
("butterfly", "cocoon", etc.) occur less often in the verbal en-

vironments of slum children than of suburban children. This

sharper frequency differential might be one cause of the lag dis-

played by the slum children at third-grade and fifth-grade. The data

do not support this conjecture. Suburban children are superior in

terms of high frequency words as well as generally superior at later

grades.

Frequency does appear to be a more unitary variable for the slum

children than the suburban children, though. Ranges between high

and low frequency stimuli for slum children are larger, especially

for verbs (see Table 9). An interaction with frequency was noted

with verbs (Table 6), suggesting, that prior to age 10 slum children

may be exposed to the low frequency stimuli on our list less often

than suburban children. An impoverished verbal environment may thus

not delay acquisition of the very common verbal concepts by a pre-

schooler but it may impede vocabulary extension along particular

lines. It may delay appreciation of substitution properties of the

less common words, although the sample of words,we study is so

small that this conclusion is highly tentative. There might be

other "low frequency" words (say "roach") that are learned earlier

by slum children than suburban children. (It turns out that slum

children give the response "roach" 6 times as often as suburban

children.) The frequency counts in the low ranges are probably

least reliable and also least appropriate for inner city children.

The data suggest lags in development for all frequencies with more

20
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noticeable lags for low frequency words, but this may be entirely
owing to the particular sample of low frequency words.

IV. DISCUSSION

Until now the empirical findings have been presented without
much interpretation. It has been demonstrated that, generally
speaking, disadvantaged white and Negro children living in the slums
of Baltimore manifest developmental rates that are somewhat different
from one another, and different from suburban groups previously
studied. The slum groups are accelerated at first-grade but rela-
tively retarded by third-grade compared to suburban children. Trends
of development, IQ gradients, the hierarchical position of the var-
ious form classes, and asymptotic rates of responding are all con-
sistent with previous work.42

It cannot be over-emphasized that, while paradigmatic response
rates and other measures derived from word association data do
parallel general linguistic development in elementary school
children, samples Language- we- obiain -are- limited and certainly
do not measure all kinds of linguistic competence, especially in
the older children. We find practically no differences between sub-
cultural groups at fifth-grade, for instance, but there .could be
important differences between groups at this age on other measures.
Word association data are probably most valid over the early school
years for studying relative rates of development.

As mentioned earlier, the present study was prompted in part by
the observation of minimal differences between suburban blue collar
and upper middle class groups. Study of the slum groups was under-
taken in an effort to extend the socioeconomic dimension. The out-
comes anticipated were: (1) again no difference between socio-
economic groups, which would suggest a minimal influence of cultural
factors, especially those linked to economic position, or (2) a re-
tardation in the slum groups because their cultural deprivation is
greater than that of children from blue collar homes. Several dif-
ferent kinds of evidence, all derived from word association data
(paradigmatic responses to adjectives, verbs, pronouns, and adverbs,
as well as primary responses to nouns) suggest that first-grade
white slum children are more advanced in linguistic development than
suburban children of similar IQ. Furthermore, even though Negro
slum children are not as advanced as white slum children, they are
probably as mature linguistically as white suburban children of the
same intelligence level. To find slum children superior is both un-
anticipated and exciting, because such an outcome raises a number of
important questions about cultural deprivation, and also about the
role of cultural factors in early linguistic development.

Before we can consider the implications of the findings, how-
ever, it is necessary to examine systematically three explanations
for superiority of slum groups other than the explanation that they
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are indeed advanced compared to suburban children: (1) measurement
error; (2) school differences; (3) test bias.

1. Error in Measurement. The first explanation, and the one we are
best equipped to comment upon, is that observed differences are
spurious, stemming from measurement and other error. This explana-
tion cannot be dismissed out of hand for several reasons. The.data
on suburban children were gathered, over a 2-year period, 1961 to
1963, by different interviewers from those who gathered the slum
data in 1965-66. The usual precautions were taken to keep proced-
ures standard, but logically it is impossible to separate year-to-
year effects from slum-suburban differences. Such effects could
include true "secular" effects which have been extensively documented.23

There are four strong counter-arguments.
(a) Any systematic year-to-year secular trends would be expected to
raise (or lower) measures across the board. Trends favoring observa-
tion of higher rates in 1965-66 than in 1961-63 should be consistent
across grades. The differences favor slum children at first-grade,
suburban children at third-grade, and are negligible by fifth-grade.
They are thus not at all consistent across grades.24
0)- Year-to-year changes in-scoring, criteria and- general- unreliabil ity
are much less likely to afflict the adverb and pronoun patterns than
the adjective or verb patterns. There are few pronouns in the language,
and their definition is unambiguous. The number of high frequency
adverbs is not large. There is little uncertainty in assigning form
class of pronoun and adverb responses, therefore, and certainly much
less equivocation than for nouns, adjectives, and especially verbs.
The fact that similar patterns appear in the adverb and pronoun re-
sponses, especially the high rates for first-graders and the subse-
quent decline of these rates by third-grade, strengthens one's
confidence that the observed differences are real.
(c) The data on high frequency responses to nouns are independent of
paradigmatic response rates. Paradigmatic rates have weaknesses in
terms of reliability because determining form class of responses is
far from objective, and good inter-judge reliability in one year is no
guarantee that standards have not shifted from one time period to the
next. But high frequency responses to nouns are defined to be "mature"
if they are empirically observed to increase in suburban children be-
tween first- and third-grade. (First-grade slum children are giving
responses ("pepper" to "salt", "chair" to "table", etc.) that are
more characteristic of third-grade than first-grade suburban children.)
This measure is derived in such a way as to be immune to year-to-year
changes in scoring judgments. Other evidence is the maturity of cer-
tain responses (even though its detailed study is a future project)
that too confirms the difference favoring slum children. For instance,
"round ", "circle" and "triangle" comprise 25% of slum children's re-
sponses to "square" whereas only 7% of suburban children give these
responses to "square" at first-grade and 22% do so at third-grade.
(d) A general lack of reliability should be reflected in incon-
sistencies between sexes, years, or IQ groups. No such inconsist-
encies are observed. When data are broken down in terms of subgroups
within years, they are orderly and almost perfectly consistent.
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2. School Differences. Earlier rural-urban differences25 were found
between children who were all enrolled in one large school system,
Baltimore County. The comparison of suburban and slum children in-
volves two different large school systems, Baltimore County and
Baltimore City. Slum and suburban differences could therefore be at-
tributed to differences in school quality. The contrast in school
facilities is marked because not only are county schools generally
superior in physical condition to city schools but the schools in the
inner city attended by slum children are among the oldest in the City
system (with one exception). First-grade slum children, however, who
attend schools with generally poorer physical facilities, are more
advanced ..26

Kindergarten attendance may help slum children, but a very high
proportion of the upper middle class children (whom the slum children
excel) also attended kindergarten. Kindergarten attendance varies
more between the middle and working class suburban groups (who show

no difference) than between the middle class and slum groups. The
third-graders' slowed pace of development could reflect poorer school
conditions or poorer home conditions, or both. With large differences
in-cognitive functioning (perception, abstraction, time perspective,
and soon) between "primitive" children who do not attend school and
those who do,27 it would hardly be surprising to find differences be-
tween American children whose school experiences differ as much as
those of the inner city Negro child and the suburban upper middle
class youngster.

3, Bias on IQ Tests. Instead of concluding that slum groups are
linguistically advanced, one might conclude that slum children ac-
tually are more intelligent than their IQ tests suggest. If the
"average IQ" slum groups in fact are above average in intelligence,
what is labeled a subcultural difference might merely reflect an IQ
testing bias. It does seem likely that the "true" IQ of slum children
testing at 100 may be higher than 100, yet two pieces of evidence are
inconsistent with the notion that this kind of test bias can entirely
account for the findings. (a) A test bias should operate in ap-
proximately the same way on both Negro and white slum children. If

the bias argument is correct, then Negro first-grade children should
be as highly selected as white first-graders because they must meet
the same numerical criteria. This would lead to a negligible dif-
ference between racial groups, or even a result showing Negroes to
be higher. Negroes are consistently and noticeably below whites at
both IQ levels, however. (b) It is hard to see why a test bias
present at first-grade has evaporated by third-grade.28 By third-

grade the medium IQ slum children resemble the low IQ suburban
children. Third-grade children of average tested IQ should also be
advanced on measures (verbs and adverbs) still displaying strong IQ
differentials at age 8 if zhe test bias argument holds. Such is

clearly not the case; the slum children are behind on all measures

by third-grade.

Of course, test bias cannot be ruled out entirely, but it is
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hard to see how test bias could produce the present results involving
patterns across cultural groups, or across ages, or how a bias as
strong as that required at first-grade (say 30 IQ points) would dis-
appear, or even change in direction.'9

The several possibilities considered -- general lack of reliabil-
ity, school-,differences, and test bias -- do not seem to account for
the relative advancement of first-grade slum children. Therefore we
will take the position that first-grade slum children are advanced
compared to suburban children and discuss the implications of this
finding.

An Urbanization Gradient. Previous study of word associations of,
children from different subcultural or socioeconomic groups.suggests
that degree of urbanization (perhaps because of its relation to
opportunities for verbal interaction) may strongly affect verbal
development in young children. Briefly it was found that rural
Maryland children were behind suburban Maryland children, and Amish
children, residing in nearby rural areas of Pennsylvania, were be-
hind rural Maryland children. All children were equated in terms of
IQ and all except the Amish attended similarschools. There were,
negligible differences between blue collar and upper middle class
suburban Maryland children, who dwelt in areas of similar urbaniza-
tion.

The major eifferences among these groups is residential locus.
It was conclude( that verbal interaction is less likely for the rural
children than the suburban children but equally likely for blue collar
and higher status childrdn. Subcultural customs of the Amish (few
conversational exchanges between parents and children, lack of mass
media such as radio and TV, marked separation from neighbors, etc.)
probably discourage interaction even further than would rural living
by itself. This was suggested as a reason for the rural-Maryland
Amish difference. Subsequently data for rural German groups shows
them to lag in ddvelopment compared to American groups.3° The
factor of residential locus, again degree of urbanization, seems
more important than language difference per se between the German and
American children, because some data for Parisian children31 show
urban French children to be advanced, if anything, compared to
American children. It seems that urbanization rather than national
identity is the crucial factor.

Subsequently, some very comprehensive and imaginative work on
general cognitive development in a cross-cultural context has been
reported by Bruner and his co-workers.32 Rural-urban differences
are reported over and over, even when an ethnic group (like Eskimos)
do not show differences from the dominant group if they have migrated
to the city. The work on schooled and unschooled children shows a
difference like the rural-urban differences, only more pronounced.

Conditions of life in the urban American slum may favor rapid
development of basic language skills, like learning properties of
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common words. Homes are crowded, with many children sharing one bed
or bedroom, and time outside the home is spent on the street or play-

ground. There are many other children as potential targets'for speech.
The wide prevalence of television sets, in spite of low income, can-

not be doubted. In a survey of very poor New York children, with 50%
of Negro families on public assistance, all homes had radio and TV,33

and 75% of the children spent at least two hours a day watching TV
(a sizeable proportion spent as many as five hours). Only about half
these children regularly ate at least one meal a day with a parent,
and about half had 5 or more siblings.34

Bailyn35 documents the higher exposure to TV of loWer class com-
pared to middle class children, and reports pictorial and non-pictorial
media to be mutually exclusive in terms of exposure. This may come

down to unrestricted television for slum preschoolers vs. limited ex-

posure for suburban preschoolers. The slum child's verbal environ-

ment may be considerably enriched by television and his unrestricted

access to this medium may be the most important cause of the observed

acceleration.36

Lower class women are more often employed37 than suburban women,

forcing the young slum child to acquire sophisticated verbal skills

because his needs must be met by persons other than his mother. His

needs may not be anticipated and he may need to interact verbally

with a far greater number of different persons because several per-
sons may serve as mother surrogates. Although there is little evi-
dence to cite, and certainly our data shed no light on the point,
the pressures upon young slum children to become verbally proficient

may be much more powerful than those impinging on the suburban child.

The slum child often needs to find his own way around, and the lack

of close supervision must force him to develop skill in verbal com-

munication. Anecdotes are often told of 4-to-5-year-old slum children
who are very articulate when stopped on the street and asked for dir-

ections by strangers.

There is increasing feeling among psycholinguists, who have so

far concentrated their effort mainly over the period of early child-

hood up to about age 4, that language acquisition proceeds in line

with some kind of internal monitoring.38 To state the idea in an
oversimplified way, the child is disposed to accept certain word

orders and to ignore the numerous possibilities that do not occur.
He seems genetically tuned to decode the sequences he hears. For

simple verbal concepts then, particularly those involving very common
words like those we have studied, a certain amount of verbal inter-

action may be required to support language acquisition activities.

In some ways the very young slum child's environment may be more

favorable for this than a suburban milieu.

There is some research specifically relevant to the language

environment of preschoolers from different social classes in work

by Hess and his associates.39 They have observed the detailed

verbal interaction occurring between Negro mothers and children
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from four social classes (college-educated to welfare) as mothers
attempt to teach their children simple tasks involving sorting or
copying. By and large, upper status motherS use more speech, and
more elaborate speech with clauses expressing alternatives and con-
tingencies, whereas lower class mothers use simple short sentences
and gestures. Use of abstract words was directly related to social
class level. The lower class mothers are more apt to see the child's
action as part of a role prescription and so the range of choices
open to the child and the time required to make a choice are both
narrowed. This prevents reflection and weighing of various possible
outcomes and also prevents analyzing a stimulus into its component
parts. Mothers differed relatively little in affective elements of
interaction with their children. It was in the verbal and cognitive
environments they represented to their children that gross differ-
ences appeared.

Such class-specific modes of verbal interaction suggest mechan-
isms whereby the course of development observed by us could evolve.
Simple short sentences, much redundancy, and lack of verbal elabora-
tion could all aid acquisition of early verbal skills at the expense
of more sophisticated skills. The first-grade middle class child
could. be temporarily at a disadvantage, his exposure to more com-
plicated models not being optimum for acquisition of the very simple
'concepts embodied in our stimulus list. There is some suggestion
in Table 2 that this is true, for the first-grade slum children, in
spite of their superior position in most ways, are not superior on
low frequency verbi9 At third-grade, where they are generally
inferior, the inferiority is much more noticeable for low frequency
verbs (20%) than for high frequency verbs (7%). In addition, at
third-grade adverbs are noticeably depressed, especially for Negro
children. Pronouns, by contrast, are not depressed at third-grade,
and seemed to be the most highly developed of any form class at
first-grade. Pronouns are by far the most frequent class in spoken
conversation and their relative frequency must be higher for simple
short interchanges than for complex utterances. Adverbs, on the
other hand, express much more subtle meanings.

The findings for slum children fit in with previous specula-
tion about the role of verbal interaction. The Negro-white dif-
ference needs more detailed study. It is not clear what subcultural
differences in verbal interaction could produce the difference in
paradigmatic rates. It may be a matter of dialect cleavage that
operates when children are being interviewed (especially the youngest
children). The responses to "since" indicate this is heard as "sense"
or "cents". Such ambiguity might produce more interference for Negro
than for white children. The dialect cleavage between middle class
Negro interviewers and lower class Negro children may be greater than
that between these same interviewers and lower class white children.
The speech of Negro college girls resembles that of the white com-
munity more than that of the Negro slum.

Another kind of dialect cleavage may operate when the Negro
preschooler attends to verbal models presented via television. He

27



is almost always hearing utterances of a person outside his own

cultural group, and this could make TV a less effective tutor for

him.

Racial Differences. Racial differences fall into two categories,

those arising from interaction with interviewers of different races

and those differentially characteristic of Negro and white children.

These will be discussed in turn. Differences in rate of paradig-

matic responding favor white over Negro slum children at the first-

grade, but rates are equivalent by fifth-grade. (As mentioned

previously, fine-grain differences have not yet been completely

analyzed and will form the topic of future report.)

The racial difference, with white slum children ahead of Negro, may

be a rural-urban gradient in a different guise. Census data show

highest rates of in-migration in the two tracts with the highest

proportions of Negroes (47% and 88%). For all groups, in-migration

was predominantly from the South, but whereas almost 10% of Negroes

had lived outside the standard metropolitan area five years pre-

viously, the highest rate noted in predominantly white tracts is 4%.

Thus many more Negroes than whites' have migrated recently, although

most of the in-migrants of both races come from the South.

Both Negro and white interviewers were used, since previous

work had uncovered large interviewer effects, apparently related.to

the social pressure generated.41 Because race is such an important

and obvious personal characteristic, it was thought it might generate

considerable social pressure; especially when race-of-child and race-

of-interviewer differed.

The data suggest that racial mixing is potent, especially for

low IQ students, and especially at first- and fifth-grades. At third-

grade mixing seems to depress performance. The effect may be a little

stronger for Negro children and white interviewers than the reverse,

but it generally appears stronger than effects linked to differences

in race between children. For instance, for low IQ fifth-grade

children a 6-point difference favors white children when race-of-

interviewer and race-of-child are matched. When race-of-child and

race-of-interviewer are mixed, both rates increase and Negro children

slightly exceed white children. Rhyming responses and immature

responses to common nouns are given four times as often by first-

grade Negro children to Negro interviewers as to white interviewers .

These data on mixing have some rather direct relevance to edu-

cational practice. Much evidence exists that Negro teachers generally

are less well educated and poorer than whites on measures relating

to family background, travel, number of books owned, and so forth.

Coleman' s42 survey of educational opportunity, the most recent and

also the most comprehensive assessment of Negro teachers and con-

textual effects, hints that pupil achievement increases when mi-

nority children are placed in white schools, but that more privi-

leged children do not seem to regress when placed in less favorable
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schools. This would suggest that an effective deployment of resources
might be to use the most highly qualified teachers with the most de-
prived children, and'to use Negro teachers with more privileged
children (who are apt to be' white). (There are clearly practical and
geographical questions that we choose to ignore.) To the extent that
interviewers can be regarded as teacher surrogates, our data support
a similar course of action but for different reasons. We find the
highest rates of paradigmatic responding when race-of-interviewer and
race-of-child are not matched. Not only do Negro children display
more mature betavior with a white interviewer but white children
give more mature responses to a Negro interviewer. There is a con-
siderable jump from the interviewer to the classroom, and also from
eliciting associations to teaching language skills, but responses
must be evoked by some means before they can be reinforced, and even
evoking strengthens responses. Our data indicate that cross-racial
groups are more efficient for evocation.

A related matter, but one that we have no direct evidence on,
is the reducing of dialect cleavage by racial crossing of teachers
and students. Minority dialects may have more far-reaching and
hampering.properties than has heretofore been thought, not only for
communication but for problem-solving.43 It has been suggested that
minority-group children benefit from majority-group schools partly
because they absorb the values and aspirations of their more highly
privileged classmates. Another reason for this benefit could be that
they begin to absorb the majority dialect from their white instruc-
tors.

Consistency With Other Data. It must be pointed out that our rc...-sults
are not as unexpected or as isolated as one might first think. For
instance, Deutsch and Cherry-Peisach44 report that lower class and
Negro children, when tested on comprehension of paragraphs of
children's speech, did as well as middle class children and white
children. John,45 using form class matching in .a word association
test as an index of maturity for first- and fifth-grade Negro chil-
dren from lower-lower (slum), upper-lower, and middle digs& families,
finds no class differences at first-grade or fifth-grade, although
middle class children have significantly larger vocabularies by
fifth-grade. IQ differences of 8 to 11 points favor middle class
over slum children in her study.

Linguistic differences associated with social class often fade
away when IQ is held constant. This conclusion was reached from a
study of speech quality in lower class and middle class children,
where variety of output in a timed speech sample showed a difference
between lower-class and middle class only when children also differed
in IQ .46 Also socioeconomic and class differences as reported on
some parts of the Illinois test are very small and probably attribut-
able to IQ bias, according to our re-analysis of sm.?. data for first-
grade children obtained in Schenectady, New York. 47

In another way our results are curiously consisteat vfith earlier
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work. We find .a retardation at third-grade which most affects those

form classes last to develop verbs and adverbs. Also at fifth-

grade there is a very wide range in response to verbs over the three

frequency levels. Some work" with lower -class Negro children age 4
showed that action words ("digging", "typing", "pouring", etc.) were
particularly difficult, perhaps because the lower-class child must
rely on the co-occurrence of label and referent rather than active
dialogue involving feedback.

Actually there is little research directed at class differences

in children's language behavior and general cognitive style that can-

not be explained by the association between socioeconomic status and

intellectual level. Although recent research points up the importance
of environmental influences on the IQ, a diffuse measure such as IQ
does not lend itself either to fruitful hypothesis-shaping or to
fruitful practical recommendations. In other words, little is done
either to advance theory or to cope with current social problems after

the initial epidemiologic-type studies of IQ have once been done.
These normative studies neglect to pose two important questions:
whether there are differences in more specific areas of cognitive
functioning, and how such deficits (or advantages) are related to
specific features of the environment.

Our results seem to indicate that slum children are not at all
retarded in a very basic and low level kind of verbal functioning,
and in fact are probably advanced. To score at an average level on
an IQ test while being advanced in one area (language) covered by
the test might suggest that performance in other areas (number con-
cepts, space perception) is below par. We were able to check a
little on this conjecture by comparing mental ages in the various
sttbtests of the IQ test used to select first-graders. The verbal

subtest was not consistently the highest nor were there large dif-
ferences in mental age between subtests.49 The implication is that
smaller cognitive domains need to be. investigated. Failure to iden-
tify specific areas and types of deficit may be one reason why pro-
grams for culturally disadvantaged children have so far seemed to

have so little impact. Also more specific measures would definitely
aid the process of formulating causal sequences. The thrust of re-
search needs to be toward considering social class as a discrete set
of experiences and cognitive activities as discrete processes. Some

of these notions have been taken into account in an academically-
oriented preschool that has received wide attention.50 Language is

divided into aspects which serve social communication (lexical terms)
and those which serve logical thinking (manipulation of statement
patterns according to rules of grammar and syntax). The curriculum
emphasizes mastery of the formal aspects of language rather than
building up the child's repertoire of concrete words. This distinc-
tion is especially interesting in view of our finding that first-
grade slum children are not deficient in form class mastery, and
Hess's demonstration that slum mothers use speech that is impover-
ished in terms of formal structure.

4.4
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A specific cognitive deficit that can be class-related is a low
level of auditory discrimination. Children who live in very noisy
environments may not develop the requisite auditory discrimination
abilities to learn to read wel1.51 Some fragmentary data of ours
point to poor auditory. discrimination -- "since" is often responded
to as "sense", and "deceive", as "receive" by slum children, for
example.

This paper deals almost entirely with rates of form class devel-
opment and compares rates for different groups. The data, which con-
sist of more than 50,000 responses, can also be studied to yield in-
formation about associative hierarchies. That is, a list of responses
to a word can be taken to express the meaning of the word, and then
meanings can be compared between subcultural groups or age groups.
Two groups who develop at a similar pace might have different response
hierarchies. Varying semantic systems could be very important in
language and communication, not only for children but for older
people. It has been repeatedly shown, for instance, that associative
strength (measured by free association response frequency) is an im-
portant determiner of recognition time or learning difficulty. If
reading primers are constructed on the basis of middle class re-
sponse strengths and these strengths are inappropriate for lower class
semantic systems, then a futther burden is given the lower class child.
Although this middle-class orientation is often pointed to, very little
direct effort has been aimed at defining precisely what a lower-class
orientation consists of.52 On the other hand, as Coleman says,53 the
lower-class child will eventually be required to deal with the larger
society and to a great extent the rewards he captures and his entire
success in life will depend on his aptitude in middle-class verbal
interaction. If,'as our data mildly suggest, it is in the low fre-
quency verbal concepts that slum children are most deficient and in
the verb-adverb segments of language, specific remedial efforts might
be concentrated in these areas, and directed toward older children
in addition to the ones currently being attended to most in social
action programs.



V . SUMMARY

Word associations of Negro and white children living in the

slums of Baltimore were collected in 1965-66. Children are compar-

able in grade (first, third, fifth) and IQ (medium, 95-105; low,

85 or less) to suburban children studied in 1961-63. First grade

white slum children appear to be more advanced than suburban
children, of the same age, but by third grade the slum children lag

noticeably. In general white slum children are somewhat in advance

of Negro slum children, but this may reflect a rural-urban differen-

tial. The relative advancement of inner city first graders may be a

consequence both of lower class speech structure and high exposure to

television.
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